





REPRESENTATIONS OF A BELEAGUERED KING:  










A thesis submitted to the faculty at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Art History in the Department of Art 











        Approved by: 




























































Cassidy Bronack: Representations of a Beleaguered King: The Satirical Prints of  
Henri III of France 
(Under the direction of Tatiana C. String) 
 
The reign of the last king of the Valois dynasty, Henri III, was defined by controversy and civil 
warring. As the Wars of Religion continued into the late sixteenth-century, Henri III was soon a 
victim of widespread propaganda campaigns perpetuated by his political enemies in the Catholic 
League. Polemical pamphlets questioned Henri’s faith and morality and were often accompanied 
by satirical prints attacking Henri III and his court. The pamphlet production during this period 
has been analyzed by scholars for centuries, however, the satirical images that were circulating 
concurrently in broadsheets have yet to be extensively considered by art historians. This thesis 
examines a selection of satirical prints of Henri III that visually associate the king and his allies 
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The reign of King Henri III of France (r. 1574-1589) was dominated by the Wars of Religion as 
Catholic and Huguenot forces violently fought both in battle and through aggressive pamphlet 
campaigns. Pamphlets and broadsheets were produced and circulated throughout major cities in 
France as warring factions sought to undermine their respective enemies through slander and 
satire. Henri III found himself the victim of these propaganda campaigns as his popularity 
drastically declined. Polemical pamphlets served as sharp critiques of Henri as a man and a ruler 
and were often accompanied by satirical images of the king and his court. Examinations of 
Henri’s reign, including discussions of printed propaganda during the Wars of Religion, are 
incomplete without considering the role of visual culture and symbolism. The satirical prints of 
Henri III played a significant role in communicating and visually associating Henri with tyranny 
and heresy through the subversion of Reformation-era motifs.  
 This thesis will consider examples of prints that directly associate Henri III and his court 
with the Devil, monstrous bodies, and symbols of evil. Traditional anti-papal imagery of the 
Reformation influenced themes of explicit and symbolic visual connections between Henri and 
papal corruption. These themes can be traced in satirical representations of Henri with demonic 
physical features as well as in scenes of Henri engaging directly with demonic figures alongside 
prominent members of the papacy and his court. The most comprehensive examination of the 
satirical prints of Henri III remains Keith Cameron’s 1978 survey. Cameron’s analysis of thirty- 
one prints is the only study dedicated to the satirical prints from Henri’s reign, with his partial 
translations providing essential context, despite being presented more as a catalogue. This thesis 
will expand further on a meaningful sample of prints from Cameron’s compilation and apply a 
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critical social art historical lens to examine the function of these prints during Henri’s reign as 
forms of widespread propaganda. The selection of images that will be discussed in this thesis can 
be roughly categorized thematically based on attacks against Henri’s policies, his piety, and his 
court. Since a majority of the images were intended as visual aids to events during his reign, they 
can also be organized chronologically, although this does not imply their production necessarily 
occurred immediately during this period as some prints served more as reflections of Henri’s 
reign in later publications.  
Rather than simply compiling and identifying iconographical significance in these 
satirical images, this thesis examines how these prints are representative of visual attacks against 
the king within the context of the often politicized pamphlet production during the Wars of 
Religion. The satirical images of Henri coincided with writings by contemporary critics of his 
court and reflected the social, religious, and political state of his reign. In approaching this 
material through the lens of a social history of art, these conditions will be examined to better 
understand the role of such subversive images as critiques against the king.1 The satirical images 
of Henri III contained popular motifs and visual symbolism that would have been easily 
recognizable to a contemporary viewer. The following analysis will consider the production 
process, symbolic signifiers that represent the king as a heretic and tyrant, and the reception and 
circulation of such representations at court. The association of Henri with anti-papal corruption 
and diabolism in the satirical prints reflected a continuation of iconographic traditions from 
 
1 The art historical model for my methodological understanding and application of a social 
history of art for this thesis can be found in Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in 
Fifteenth Century Italy; A Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1972); Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” The Art Bulletin Vol. 
73, No. 2 (1991); Meyer Schapiro, "On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art: Field and 
Vehicle in Image-Signs," Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 6, no. 1 (1972); 
T.J. Clark, “On the Social History of Art,” Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the Second 




Reformation-era imagery. These factors are all relevant in considering questions of how Henri 
was perceived as a ruler and how his image, specifically through the medium of print, 
encouraged criticism through satire to reinforce his negative reputation. 
While many texts and prints were collected by court contemporaries, they have yet to be 
dated or extensively identified. Pierre de L’Estoile (1546-1611) remains the most cited source for 
primary material from Henri’s reign. He compiled over three hundred pamphlets in which Henri 
is the subject of attack between the years 1585 and 1589.2 An avid collector of all printed 
materials circulating court in the late sixteenth century, L’Estoile’s collection was later published 
in various forms throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth-centuries. The Mémoires-journaux de 
Pierre de L’Estoile was published in twelve volumes in 1875 and is the most comprehensive 
source for printed materials from the reigns of both Henri III and Henri IV, spanning the period 
1574-1611. It is from this compilation of pamphlets and their accompanying broadsheets that 
scholars can identify and contextualize the exaggerated and defamatory representations of Henri 
III. The total number of satirical prints produced of Henri III during or proceeding his reign is 
difficult to determine, but due to their widespread circulation, many copies remain.3 While many 
of the prints were published anonymously, those that have been identified seem to have been 
produced by printmakers and engravers from Rue Montorgueil in Paris.  
 
2 Jeffrey K. Sawyer, Printed Poison: Pamphlet Propaganda, Faction Politics, and the Public 
Sphere in Early Seventeenth-century France (University of California Press, 1990), 22. 
 
3 The pamphlet production in general has been traced more extensively and scholars have 
identified 635 pamphlets that were produced during the last years of Henri III’s reign from 1585-
1589. This data can be found in Denis Pallier, Recherches sur l’imprimerie à Paris pendant la 




Although historians have critically engaged with the reign of Henri III of France for 
centuries, meaningful discussion of the visual culture during this period remains very limited.4 In 
exploring satirical images of this nature, the scholarship of Elizabeth Eisenstein and Robert 
Scribner provide an essential basis for early modern print production and circulation. Texts 
discussing the increasingly popular methods of printing and publishing will be contextualized 
with key observations by scholars of Henri III. David Potter, Michael Wintroub, Katherine 
Crawford, and Keith Cameron mostly engage with debate surrounding rumors at Henri’s court 
and his reputation. Mack Holt provides a wider scope of the socio-political and religious 
environment during the late sixteenth century and Robert Knecht examines the court and 
biography of Henri III. More recently, Tom Hamilton’s study of Pierre de L’Estoile’s collection 
of documents and prints provides insight into his unique position as an eyewitness to Henri’s 
reign and seeks to understand L’Estoile’s collection process and intentions. While this 
scholarship is essential for a broader understanding of Henri’s reign, this thesis will expand on 
previous observations through an in-depth analysis of satirical images of Henri III as products of 
a propaganda campaign incorporating Reformation-era motifs to visually communicate anti-
Henri sentiment.  
This thesis will be organized into three chapters, the first of which will focus on 
establishing the roots of the satirical representations of Henri. This chapter will analyze the role 
of prints as an artistic medium by tracing the development of printmaking in late sixteenth-
 
4 For dedicated surveys on satirical prints of King Henri III of France see Keith Cameron, Henri 
III, a Maligned or Malignant King?: Aspects of the Satirical Iconography of Henri de Valois 
(University of Exeter, 1978); Philip Benedict, “Of Marmites and Martyrs: Images and Polemics 
in the Wars of Religion” in Karen Jacobson (ed.), The French Renaissance in Prints from the 
Bibliotèque nationale de France (Los Angeles, 1994); Tom Hamilton, Pierre de L’Estoile and 
his World in the Wars of Religion (Oxford University Press, 2017); for limited references see 
Frances A. Yates, The French Academies of the Sixteenth Century (University of London, 1947), 
174.; Robert J. Knecht, Hero or Tyrant?: Henry III, King of France, 1574-89 (Ashgate 
Publishing, 2014), 276-77.  
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century France and its function within the specific environment of production by the Catholic 
League during the Wars of Religion. The properties that are inherent to the medium of print 
include the ability to replicate exact image types that can be easily multiplied and disseminated 
to a range of viewers. The utilization of print media by the League ensured widespread 
accessibility to their portrayal of Henri III. The emergence of satirical images of Henri III can be 
roughly traced to 1585, when the League reignited their campaign against Henri after the death 
of the Duke of Alençon, the king’s brother and heir presumptive. Henri, having no children of 
his own, would be the final king of the Valois dynasty, as the Protestant Henri of Navarre was 
next in line for the throne. Henri III’s presumed acceptance of Navarre as his successor infuriated 
the League and they quickly responded with a barrage of satire incriminating the king as a 
heretic. This chapter will analyze the printed material that established the use of the king’s 
likeness to visually communicate explicit critiques of Henri as king. Additionally, the 
motivations of the League in the production, circulation, and reception of the satirical images of 
Henri will be examined.  
Chapter Two will focus on the attacks against Henri’s Catholic faith by his political 
enemies through an analysis of satirical images that represent Henri engaging in close proximity 
to demonic figures. This chapter will consider traditions of anti-papal representations found in 
earlier German Reformation pamphlets and how the subversion of these motifs connected ideas 
of a corrupt papacy to Henri’s perceived heresy. The scenes represented in the prints of this 
chapter are loaded with symbols of Hell and associations with corruption and sin. These visual 
associations sought to connect the king to acts of heresy and tyranny as his commitment to 
maintaining a Catholic kingdom was sincerely questioned by the League. An additional issue 
that will be addressed here is the implication of these images that transform the body of the king 
from a divine figure to one of evil. The unprecedented desecration of the king’s image as 
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represented in these prints directly contradicts early modern conceptions of the divine body of 
the king.  
Chapter Three will expand accusations of heresy and representations of a morally corrupt 
king to a grouping of satirical images that implicate members of Henri’s court as well as the king 
himself. It was not long into his reign that criticism arose of Henri III for various reasons, most 
often involving accusations of frivolous court manner and ambiguous relationships with his court 
favorites, or mignons. The nature of these relationships and questions of Henri’s masculinity 
have been exhaustively addressed in modern scholarship; debate surrounding rumors of his 
relationships frequently circulated in contemporary pamphlets as well.5 The salacious claims 
found in prints and pamphlets demonstrates the magnitude of anti-Henri sentiment during his 
reign. Michael Wintroub claims that Henri III was one of the most reviled French monarchs by 
describing the king as being “loathed, despised, and demonized.”6 David Potter asserts a similar 
claim by arguing that “Henri III became perhaps the most hated king in French history” but 
suggests modern scholarship should remain critical of defamatory accounts by the king’s 
contemporaries.7  
 
5 See Katherine Crawford, "Love, Sodomy, and Scandal: Controlling the Sexual Reputation of 
Henry III," Journal of the History of Sexuality 12, no. 4 (2003); David Potter, “Kingship in the 
Wars of Religion: The Reputation of Henri III of France,” European History Quarterly, vol. 25 
(1995); David Teasley, “The Charge of Sodomy as a Political Weapon in Early Modern France: 
The Case of Henry III in Catholic League Polemic, 1585-1589,” Maryland Historian vol.18 
(1987); Joseph Cady, “The ‘Masculine Love’ of the ‘Princes of Sodom’ ‘Practising the Art of 
Ganymede’ at Henri III’s Court: The Homosexuality of Henri III and His Mignons in Pierre de 
L’Estoile’s Mémoires-Journaux” from Jacqueline Murray and Konrad Eisenbichler (eds.), 
Desire and Discipline: Sex and Sexuality in the Premodern West (Toronto, 1996); Anita M. 
Walker and Edmund H. Dickerman, "The King Who Would Be Man: Henri III, Gender Identity 
and the Murders at Blois, 1588," Historical Reflections / Réflexions Historiques 24: 2 (1998). 
  
6 Michael Wintroub, "Words, Deeds, and a Womanly King," French Historical Studies 28, no. 3 
(2005), 387. 
 
7 David Potter, “Kingship in the Wars of Religion: The Reputation of Henri III of France,” 
European History Quarterly, vol. 25 (1995) 486. 
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Observations by court contemporaries criticizing the king’s behavior revolved around the 
lavish extravagance in fashion and entertainment at court while the nation suffered from 
economic hardships and political fallout from the Wars of Religion. Chapter Three will focus 
instead on tracing the anti-courtier sentiment that fueled disgust at Henri and his male favorites 
in reflections of writings by court contemporaries such as Henri Estienne, François de La Noue, 
and Agrippa d’Aubigne. The images analyzed here will provide insight into the visual 
associations between Henri’s mignons and diabolism. By accusing Henri’s mignons of being 
heretics and tyrants, court critics indirectly attacked the king. These charges further solidified 
perceptions of corruption at Henri’s court and were incorporated in the polemical pamphlets and 
satirical prints produced by the League to undermine the king’s rule.  
This thesis will conclude with an analysis of the function of the defamatory images that 
circulated during Henri’s reign to perpetuate charges against the king through visual symbolism. 
A further exploration of the tenets of satire and propaganda during this period will consider the 
League’s intention and the implications of printed materials in visually communicating images of 
the king. This thesis is concerned with how charges of heresy and tyranny were claimed against 
the king by his enemies in order to shape the public’s perception. While the satirical prints of 
Henri III were utilized to provide a visual aid to polemical pamphlets, the accusatory nature and 
inclusion of Reformation-era visual motifs by the League warrants further consideration for the 
prints as objects of art historical significance alone. By approaching this selection of satirical 
images of Henri III thematically, the nature of the League’s propaganda campaign against the 
king can be contextualized effectively within traditions of printed media and visual culture 









PRINT PRODUCTION IN LATE SIXTEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE: 
CONSTRUCTING A SATIRICAL IMAGE OF THE KING 
 
After the sudden death of his brother Charles IX in 1574, Henri III, king of Poland at the 
time, was forced to return home to govern his newly inherited kingdom of France. Before 
ascending the throne, Henri had been popular in France while he was the duke of Anjou, after 
serving as Lieutenant-General for Charles IX’s army during the resurgence of the Wars of 
Religion in the late 1560s and early 1570s. This popularity, however, soon soured as Henri III 
inherited a kingdom in desperate economic turmoil exacerbated by political unrest and violent 
religious disputes. Faced with grave responsibilities of decision-making and peace-seeking, 
Henri often fell short. Both the Huguenots and Catholics were greatly influential at court and 
Henri’s desire to appease often left one side dissatisfied. The task of negotiating peace between 
the two factions was, as Potter notes, “impossible and no doubt aggravated his reputation for 
indecisiveness.”8 The political climate of Henri’s reign prompted an influx of polemical 
pamphlets as each faction sought power. In addition to attacking each other, print productions 
included critiques of Henri’s abilities as king, often reinforced through symbolic images.   
Henri’s political reputation reached a tipping point when he issued the Edict of Beaulieu 
in 1576, succumbing to demands by the Huguenots. The stipulations in this Edict allowed free 
public exercise of their Protestant faith and permission to own their own churches, which led to 
 




mounting defiance by the Catholic League.9 The League initially formed earlier that year with 
the sole purpose of preventing such legislation and furthering the cause of maintaining France as 
a Catholic kingdom.10 The League became an influential faction in the king’s court, alongside 
the Huguenots and the politique, moderate Catholics loyal to the king. This influence derived 
from the Guise family, a dynasty from the House of Lorraine with a deeply rooted history in 
French nobility and careers in the French military and Church for generations. Throughout the 
middle of the sixteenth century, the Guise continued to pursue a vast network of royal 
administration and princely households.11 Prior to their role in the formulation of the Catholic 
League, the Guise found great influence at court during the brief reign of Henri III’s older 
brother, Francis II (r. 1559-1560).12 During Henri III’s reign, their influence was re-solidified 
after the king’s marriage to Louise de Vaudémont in 1575, whose family derived from the same 
House of Lorraine as the Guise branch.13 
While the League began to express doubt about Henri’s commitment to the Catholic 
cause early in his reign, it was not until the death of Henri’s younger brother and heir 
 
9 Robert J. Knecht, The French Wars of Religion, 1559-1598 (New York: Longman, 1996), 62-
63.  
 
10 John Salmon, Renaissance and Revolt: Essays in the Intellectual and Social History of Early 
Modern France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 77. 
 
11 Janine Garrisson, A History of Sixteenth-Century France, 1483-1598: Renaissance, 
Reformation, and Rebellion (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1995), 274-5. 
 
12 Mack P. Holt, The French Wars of Religion, 1562-1629 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), 42. In 1558, Francis II married Mary, Queen of Scots, a niece of the Guise family. 
The prominent family immediately managed to gain administrative positions in the royal 
military, church, and treasury despite resistance from the king’s mother, Catherine de Medici. 
This marriage also marked the politicization of the Protestant and Catholic dispute, as religious 
issues became thoroughly immersed at court between the Guise and leading noble families of 
French Protestantism such as the Bourbons (43).  
 




presumptive, Francis the duke of Anjou and Alençon, that the League was revived in a more 
militant form in 1584.14 Their new and more effective organization penetrated all major 
institutions in Paris. The League began to take matters into their own hands once it became clear 
Henri would not succeed in unifying France as a Catholic state. With the Huguenot Henri of 
Navarre next in line for the throne, the fear of a Protestant king became a reality. Led by brothers 
the duke of Guise and the cardinal of Guise, the League reaffirmed their commitment to keeping 
Navarre off the throne by securing an alliance with Spain and proposing the cardinal of Bourbon 
as the proper heir. They campaigned vigorously against Navarre through military pursuits against 
Huguenot towns and initiated fervent pamphlet production accusing Navarre as a heretic in order 
to justify such attacks.15 In 1586 Louis d’Orleans, the chief pamphleteer of the League reported, 
“The League has two main principles; one, that no religion save that of the Catholic, Apostolic, 
and Roman Church shall have a place in this kingdom; the other, that no one shall be admitted to 
the throne unless he is a Catholic.”16 Years of war, inefficient solutions from the king, and 
unsuccessful military campaigns to reclaim Catholic regions culminated in the League’s 
campaign against Henri through printed pamphlets and visual material.  
As factions became further divided and violence worsened, the League became 
increasingly impatient with Henri’s inconsistency. One pamphlet that encapsulates many of the 
League’s critiques against the king was Le Pourtraict & description du Politique (Figure 1).17 
 
14 Arthur Augustus Tilley, Studies in the French Renaissance (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
1968), 304. 
 
15 Knecht, The French Wars of Religion, 66-69.  
 
16 Louis D'Orléans, Apologie ou défense des Catholiques unis les uns avec les autres, contre les 
impostures des Catholiques associez à ceux de la prétendue Religion, (1586) as quoted in Tilley, 
Studies in the French Renaissance, 304. 
 
17 This broadsheet is found in Pierre de L’Estoile’s compilation of many contemporaneous 
pamphlets and explanatory texts collected from the reign of Henri III entitled Les belles Figures 
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The intended message is clearly communicated in the surrounding text of the broadsheet that 
incorporates references to biblical passages and poetic verse to emphasize the theme of poor 
leadership, shame, and greed. Simultaneously, the complex image is laden with classical and 
biblical symbolism implying heresy and evil (Figure 2). This enigmatic image would have 
required the explanatory text found in the surrounding description as the combination of 
iconographical elements are not clearly interpretable. Rather than a unified scene in a single 
pictorial frame, different figurative representations are placed in each quadrant of the image. 
Each grouping is grounded by simple linear markings and a cloud at the top of the frame 
integrates the figures of the scene under one visual plane, but the composition lacks a naturalistic 
perspective. There is not a uniform narrative except that when grouped together in one single 
display, the individual aspects serve to represent an allegorical portrait of the politique.  
Formed in 1572, the politique refers to religious moderates during the French civil wars 
who remained opposed equally to extremism from both the Protestants and Catholics while 
maintaining their loyalty to the Crown.18 Though the duke of Alençon is often associated with 
the movement as a founding leader, his role was rather limited to sharing their commitment to 
religious freedom and voicing their concerns at court rather than their political aspirations. Their 
lack of structure as a competing voice of influence at court inhibited their success, as did their 
 
et Drolleries de la Ligue avec les peintures Placcars et Affiches iniurieuses et diffamatoires 
contre la mémoire et honneur du feu Roy que les Oisons de la Ligue apeloient Henri de Valois, 
imprimées, criées, prêchées et vendues publiquement à Paris par tous les endroits et quarrefours 
de la Ville l'an 1589. Desquelles la garde (qui autrement n'est bonne que pour le feu) 
tesmoingnera à la Postérité la méchanceté, Vanité, Folie, et Imposture de ceste ligue infernale, 
et de combien nous sommes obligés à nostre bon Roi qui nous a délivrés de la Serviture et 
Tirannie de ce Monstre (1589). Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
 




persistent belief in religious toleration to preserve the state.19 As the brother of the king, 
Alençon’s association with the politique reflected poorly on Henri and contributed to perceptions 
of the king’s weakness, with critics arguing that the king could not even dictate loyal faith within 
his own family.20  
In the broadsheet, Henri III sits at a table in the bottom right corner. He wears a six- 
pointed crown and large ruff but otherwise there are few details to characterize the king. Any 
identifiable details lacking in this image are compensated by allegory and symbolism. Three 
frogs surround the king’s meal on the table, an animal commonly associated in Christian 
symbolism with the devil and heresy due to its constant croaking and role in the biblical plagues 
of Egypt.21 Compared to the other figures in the scene, the stature of the king is relatively small; 
the viewer’s eye is instead drawn to the unusual creature at the center of the composition, whose 
gaze is fixed on the king.  
This monstrous human-fish hybrid is visually marked as a Medusa figure with hair of 
coiling snakes. She is tied at the waist to a broken tree trunk and in her outstretched arms she 
holds a drinking vase filled halfway in her right hand and a banner-adorned trumpet in her left. 
Her breasts sag to the cord tightly wrapped around her waist that binds her to the tree. Rather 
than legs, she stands upright on a long interlaced tail, split into two scaled sides curling at the 
 
19 Mack P. Holt, The Duke of Anjou and the Politique Struggle during the Wars of Religion 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 2.  
 
20 R. J. Knecht, Hero or Tyrant?: Henry III, King of France, 1574-89 (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate 
Publishing, 2014), 147.  
 
21 George Ferguson, Signs & Symbols in Christian Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1954), 16. Also see Exodus 8:5 “Stretch forth thy hand upon the streams and upon the rivers and 
the pools, and bring forth frogs upon the land of Egypt” and Revelations 16:13-14 “And I saw 
from the mouth of the dragon, and from the mouth of the beast, and from the mouth of the false 
prophet, three unclean spirits like frogs/ For they are the spirits of devils working signs, and they 
go forth unto the kings of the whole earth, to gather them to battle against the great day of the 
Almighty God” Douay-Rheims Bible.  
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bottom into flat fins. The human-fish hybrid figure is identified in the descriptive text of the 
broadsheet below the image as the Greek creature Syrene (Siren) and the Hebrew equivalent 
Dagon. These are interesting identifications as it seems the print’s author sought to combine the 
symbolic significance of both of these non-related ancient figures. Dagon is mentioned in the 
Bible as a god of the Philistines whose idol was destroyed, leaving only his torso intact as his 
hands and head were cut off.22 He was a popular deity in the ancient civilization related to cults 
of the land and vegetation. His relevance in this image could be due to his interpretation as a 
fish-god according to medieval translation of the biblical verses, in which the etymology is 
aligned with the Hebrew dāg meaning fish rather than dāgān meaning grain.23 Because of this 
translation, Dagon came to be portrayed as a human-fish hybrid in visual representations. 
Dagon’s identification in this print of the politique may serve as a reference to heresy as seen in 
the worship of false idols from the biblical text.  
The monstrous figure is also characterized as representing a Greek siren, an ancient 
creature who, beginning in the seventh century, was also represented with human features above 
the navel and a fish tail below, or what modern viewers would identify as a mermaid.24 As 
featured in Homer’s epic The Odyssey, sirens were seductive creatures who tempted passing 
sailors with their song resulting in shipwreck and carnage. The upright positioning of the 
creature against the tree in this print may be a reference to Homer’s Odysseus who tells his crew 
to tie him upright to the mast of their ship so he may hear the song of the sirens and evade their 
 
22 1 Samuel 5: 1-5.  
 
23 H. Mueller, "Dagon," New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd ed., vol. 4 (Gale, 2003), 493. 
 
24 Asa Simon and Peter J. Dendle, The Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the 




charm.25 With this creature, the print’s maker combines the associations of these two ancient 
figures to create one. The descriptive text beneath the print begins with the question “What is 
this monster here and what is its name?” To which an immediate reply answers, “To the Greeks 
it is Syrene and to the Hebrews Dagó, yet today it will be called Politique.” The implication is 
straightforward as this monstrous figure, representative of heresy and temptation, is named for 
the faction seeking religious tolerance. Mack Holt argues that the term politique was not 
generally used until the mid-1580s, at which point it was swiftly appropriated by the League as a 
term of ridicule to denounce anyone in support of religious coexistence rather than a Catholic 
state.26 
The rest of the composition consists of a strange combination of animals and figures with 
unclear significance. In the lower left corner, a group of three nude male figures gather together 
as the central figure appears to blow bubbles while the other two reach for them as they rise. The 
bubbles may serve to represent the fragility and impermanence of life as well as the vanity of the 
world.27 Directly beside them, a fourth figure lies sprawled on the ground next to a grouping of 
four patterned turbans, which arguably could belong to the four figures themselves. It is unclear 
what these turbans represent, but their presence could refer to the foreign textiles and exotic 
materials that Henri was fond of and frequently criticized for displaying.28 Above this curious 
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scene are two hogs in the upper left corner of the print, indicating demonic nature, sensuality, 
and gluttony.29 Across the pictorial frame in the upper right corner stand two ancient gods; one 
nude female with long curly hair, one male in full armor with a shield, and an accompanying 
cherub standing on a narrow plinth with decorative details resembling a sculptural relief base. 
These can be identified as Venus, Mars, and Cupid. Iconographically, these figures often mark a 
triumph of love over war but can also allude to sensuality.30  
The animals and figures in this composition are not arranged with a naturalistic 
perspective but rather are grounded in their own narrative planes. This organization allows the 
viewer to interpret the groupings both individually and as a whole. The combination of figures 
with biblical and classical symbolic significance in this image presents a complicated satirical 
allegory of the political state at the time. In terms of printmaking during this period in France, 
this image is unprecedented in its compositional arrangement, however, a contemporaneous 
viewer would most likely have been capable of understanding components of the print as a 
whole image rather than through isolating iconographic significance. The surrounding text 
dominating the broadsheet would have served the purpose of highlighting relevant visual aspects 
and providing additional verses describing the nature of the politique.  
This chaotic scene serves as a bold attack on the values and intentions of the politique, 
which is reinforced as the target of this print in both the title and description. Henri III was not 
necessarily a supporter or member of the politique but his inclusion in this image solidifies the 
two as mutual enemies of the League. The implication is that Henri’s Catholicism is too 
moderate for the League’s liking. Conversely, creating a visual connection between the politique 
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with Henri was not a positive association as his popularity continued to decline. The inclusion of 
the bound and stagnant monstrous figure dominating the center of the composition could allude 
to the lack of progress being made from moderate legislation as the politique relied on Henri to 
prioritize the well-being of the state.  
The League’s opposition to legislation accommodating the Huguenot cause manifested 
itself in attacks against the politique, who supported these policies, because the League detested 
the objective of political convenience over religious alliance.31 The public airing of grievances 
and use of print media to communicate policy interests contributed to the increasingly tense 
political climate during Henri’s reign. The inflammatory publications that defined the last half of 
Henri’s reign were the result of years of advances in print production during the sixteenth 
century. The growing commercialization of printmaking deeply impacted how ideas were spread 
during this period as the medium encouraged a proliferation of image and text on an 
unprecedented scale.32 
Compared to other regions, like Germany and Italy, France was relatively slow to adopt 
printing. While the first book printed in Paris was not until 1470, within three years printing 
presses were rapidly established in French cities, especially in Paris and Lyons.33 In his 
influential analysis on printmaking in early modern France, Roger Chartier explains that printed 
materials were not necessarily exclusive to an elite society. By 1503, an inventory of Amiens 
notes 37% of book owners were merchants while 14% were craftsmen. A basic market had been 
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established by the early sixteenth century for print that reached all social classes.34 Printed 
materials were accessible, as Robert Scribner notes, because the medium did not replace oral 
communication but rather served as an additional mode with which to spread ideas.35 Chartier 
continues this idea by describing how the collective utilization of printed material was mediated 
through oral transmission in places of social gathering where the printed word was still able to 
reach an illiterate audience. This widespread circulation encouraged a market of exchange within 
communities and facilitated collective access to printed ideas.36 
The market in France provided text and image through various formats as political 
broadsheets, satirical news, and images volantes circulated in French cities. Until the end of the 
sixteenth century, the print market was dominated by print shops on Rue Montorgueil where 
diverse forms presented viewers with accessible content to be held, collected, or mounted on 
walls.37 By the mid-sixteenth century, major centers of publication were established in Paris, 
Lyon, Rouen, Toulouse, Poitiers, Bordeaux, and Troyes. By 1550, about forty French towns had 
printing presses with an additional twenty towns gaining presses by the year 1600.38 The printing 
industry in Paris was clustered around the University of Paris, Parlement, and the monarchy, as 
these were the institutions that relied most heavily on the new form of communication.39 
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Another key institution involved in this new multi-functional technology was the Church, 
which had been advancing their use of print for a variety of reforms including standardizing the 
liturgy, increasing Latin studies among priests, and instructing clergy across the diocese.40 These 
shifts occurred fifty years prior to Martin Luther’s Reformation, but according to Elizabeth 
Eisenstein, Luther’s religious movement was the first to “fully exploit the potential of print as a 
mass medium.”41 She continues by noting that early modern print culture became more 
compatible with the evolving Protestant views that emphasized sacred text and solitary reading. 
The accessibility of print circulation displaced the pulpit as readers relied less on external 
explanations.42 By the 1540s publishers could expect readers to understand references to national 
events and facts about local public life, including satirical references to legislation and 
controversial policies. This spread of news and ideas through printed material compared to 
traditional methods increased public awareness and contributed to an increasing political 
consciousness.43 
The reform movement taking place in Germany had the means to take advantage of new 
media more so than in France, where severe restrictions were swiftly put in place.44 In Paris, the 
Faculty of Theology condemned Luther in 1521 and the printing of vernacular bibles was banned 
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four years later.45 Print shops gradually saw a decline in religious material, however, as Chartier 
observes that 97% of the woodcuts now in the collection of the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris 
illustrated religious subject matter at the end of the fifteenth century followed by a sharp decline 
one century later, with only 50% of the subject matter reflecting religious themes by the 
beginning of the seventeenth century.46 Massive shifts in religious thought during this period 
were provoked, fostered, and disseminated through printed text and image as Protestants and 
Catholics sought to utilize the medium to consolidate belief systems and eventually, to 
vehemently attack those in opposition.  
Both Protestants and Catholics used print to publicly condemn each other and assert their 
respective viewpoints. Protestants attacked Church authority while the Catholic aim sought to 
undermine sole reliance on scripture. While critiques of the papacy occurred long before 
printing, the new medium sowed deeper divisions that could extend across regions.47 Luther 
described printing as “God’s highest and extremest act of grace, whereby the business of the 
Gospel is driven forward.”48 Eisenstein argues that the pamphlet production that fueled religious 
divide “developed a momentum of their own; passions were enflamed as Protestant and Papist 
saw the devil at work in the enemy camp.”49 In Germany, print production was dominated by 
Protestants, with less than three hundred pamphlets opposing Luther being recorded between 
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1518 and 1524.50 As Reformation ideas progressed in France, however, Catholics often 
surpassed their Protestant opponents in publications. Extensive censorship and regulations, early 
adoption of the vernacular word, and the Catholic patronage of the university and Parlement 
quickly solidified the Catholic response.51 
An exception to this can be found in the early sixteenth century during the reign of 
Francis I, when Protestantism was beginning to find its way in humanist thought and was 
relatively disregarded. The morning of October 18, 1534, however, marked a decisive shift in the 
Crown’s response to such printed material. Organized by a group of French Protestant exiles in 
Switzerland, a great number of small printed broadsheets were posted throughout Paris and cities 
of northern France. These prints were clearly intended to be seen by French Catholics on their 
way to mass as the content of the prints consisted of articles against the “abuses of the papal 
mass.”52 Supposedly, one was even posted to the door of the king’s bedchamber at Blois, 
although the king was miles away at his château at Amboise. The broadsheet articulated specific 
arguments against the Catholic mass and though posted anonymously, has been attributed to 
Antoine Maracourt.53 This day became known as the Affair of the Placards as it was from this 
point forward that “most French Catholics forever perceived that Protestantism and rebellion 
went hand in hand.”54 It was from this moment that deep divisions were sown in French religious 
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practices, often articulated through print circulation, after the Wars of Religion were officially 
initiated in 1562. 
The emergence of print propaganda from both Huguenots and Catholics is evident during 
the first two decades of the Wars of Religion. In its early stages, pamphlets often remained more 
expository and rhetorical in their arguments before later developing more satirical and 
defamatory themes. Representations of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre of Huguenots in 
1572 served as one of the most dominant themes in subsequent pamphlets targeting the ruling 
powers of Catholicism in France: the Guise family and Catherine de Medici as queen regent.55 
Barthelemy Berton established a Huguenot printing press in La Rochelle in 1563 and printed 
political pamphlets almost exclusively.56 The prints and pamphlets addressing the brutal violence 
of the massacre marked a tipping point for polemical publications instigating organized violence. 
Political or religious themes in pamphlet literature had been more or less banned since the reign 
of Francis I, however such material only increased as the warring intensified. A 1560 edict 
asserted that any producers of material that sought to encourage sedition would be considered 
enemies of the Crown. A few years later, a 1571 edict expanded regulations of the printing 
industry including the requirement of an elected official to supervise printing.57 From 1560 
onward, denouncing Catholicism shifted from a religious to a political crime and the accused 
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were to be hanged for sedition rather than burned as heretics. Despite these provisions, 
censorship was largely unsuccessful.58  
One of the reasons why it became largely unrealistic to regulate polemical pamphlets was 
the contradictory response from the Crown. During the 1560s, Catherine de Medici widely 
approved policies of religious tolerance including one edict that allowed banished Huguenots to 
return so long as they observed devout Catholicism instead and a second edict granted amnesty 
to convicted heretics. This toleration only increased the violence between the two factions as 
Huguenots gained new confidence in their influence at court and Catholics nurtured deep 
resentment.59 Chartier argues that during the Wars of Religion, “a war of images paralleled the 
war of pamphlets” as hundreds of prints circulated widely throughout the streets of French 
cities.60 By the 1570s, the formation of the Catholic League solidified the drastic shift from 
religious to political themes in print production and found a new target in Henri III. 
The allegorical portrait of the politique, discussed above, reflects the extensive ends to 
which visual media were produced to articulate disdain and to associate the king with heresy and 
evil. An attempt to curb such productions can be seen in the addendum pasted below the 
broadsheet in the published version from L’Estoile’s collection. Dictated by the mayor of Troyes 
and signed in 1589, the text asserts that false rumors and defamatory reports are banned and 
proclaims great penalties will be incurred upon suspects. It goes on to command citizens to come 
forward with information regarding such publications in order to denounce this impression of the 
king and cleanse the city. This demonstrates the efforts exerted to prevent and contain the types 
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of polemical pamphlets being produced and circulated of Henri, as unsuccessful attempts were 
made to eradicate images distorting the king’s likeness.  
The expansion of print media during the sixteenth century played an integral role in 
formulating a public perception of the king. Eisenstein argues that the increased circulation of 
printed material heightened visibility of the king’s image.61 This in turn provided ample means 
for critique like never before, as the actions or failures of the king could spread through printed 
news and be observed visually through satirical images. Jeffrey Sawyer argues that when Henri 
III lost the affection of his subjects, “he lost his ability to govern.”62 He continues by describing 
how print media successfully functioned as a mode of informing public opinion as pamphlet 
campaigns became more strategized and eloquent through the end of the sixteenth century.63 Luc 
Racaut confirms that the League “was remarkably successful in imposing its own vision of Henri 
III on the public- to the extent that this still remains in the French collective memory.”64  
The broadsheet discussed in this chapter serves as a relevant example and useful lens 
with which to examine the burgeoning medium of print as well as its function in perpetuating 
religious ideas and political responses through visual associations and symbolism. The 
development of print as a mode of communication and its utilization during the Wars of Religion 
is an essential component to critical analysis not only of the operations at Henri’s court, but most 
importantly, the enduring image of the final Valois king. Throughout the rest of Henri’s reign 
until his assassination in 1589, polemical pamphlets circulated in Paris to voice criticism and 
present visual representations of the king’s perceived malice and ineptitude. The League sought 
 
61 Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, 135. 
 
62 Sawyer. Printed Poison, 22. 
 
63 Ibid., 16-21. 
 
64 Racaut, Hatred in Print, 48. 
 
 24 
to weaken Henri’s reputation and perpetuate distorted representations of the king through print 
production and distribution. Examples of prints with more pointed visual associations between 



































A QUESTION OF FAITH: 
SATIRICAL PRINTS OF HENRI III AND HELL 
 
As the Wars of Religion continued into the last half of the sixteenth century, the ongoing 
disputes between the Catholic League and King Henri III persisted. Over the course of a forty-
year period, France was caught in a cycle of unsuccessful military campaigns on behalf of both 
Huguenot and Catholic factions followed by unenforceable edicts and compromises from the 
Crown.65 These repetitive actions prevented significant solutions for ending the war and 
reinforced the king’s inability to sustain peace. For the duration of Henri III’s tumultuous reign, 
polemical pamphlets never ceased to criticize the king. Following the rise in attacks against 
Henri’s indecisiveness and inaction against the Protestant heir presumptive Henri of Navarre, 
print production reached a climax in 1588-1589 during the final year of Henri III’s reign. In 
particular, increased emphasis was placed on Henri’s inability to maintain France as a Catholic 
state. Pamphleteers questioned his piety and, eventually, his right to rule. The murders of the 
duke and cardinal of Guise in December 1588 marked a climax in print production as Parisian 
presses illustrated the gruesome scene on an unprecedented scale. The League attacked Henri III 
for his role in the murders and commissioned a barrage of printed materials representing Henri 
III as a demonic heretic and tyrant.  
 A few months earlier, the Day of the Barricades in May 1588 marked a dramatic shift in 
Henri’s relationship with the League. On this historic day, the king had ordered the duke of 
Guise to leave Paris, but this was intentionally ignored by the League. Instead, they requested the 
duke parade through the capital to be honored as a Catholic hero. To signal his royal power and 
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authority, Henri placed four thousand troops around the city as a show of resistance against the 
League. This display of force quickly backfired and many concerned Parisians took up arms to 
defend themselves.66 Henri had allegedly planned to round up the League and its supporters to be 
executed as an example to those resisting his orders. Royal troops soon found themselves under 
attack by a panicked mob and Henri was forced to flee as the League gained control of the 
capital.67 In order for Henri to return to his court he was forced to concede to the League’s 
demands. The Edict of Union in July 1588 recognized the cardinal of Bourbon as the rightful 
heir to the throne, promoted the duke of Guise to lieutenant-general of the realm, and elected the 
cardinal of Guise as president of the clergy.68 
 This was an embarrassing defeat for Henri, whose attempt to control the rising force of 
the League left the king with even less influence and power over the religious state of his 
kingdom. By December of that year, Henri had made his decision to reclaim what little authority 
he had left over the increasingly radical League. The duke and cardinal of Guise were summoned 
to the king’s chambers in the château at Blois. The duke was ambushed and murdered by the 
king’s guards while in the next room the cardinal was arrested and spared for one more day until 
he was murdered in his cell the next morning. Simultaneously, other prominent members of the 
League and Guise family were arrested. In his accounts of the brutal attacks, Pierre de L’Estoile 
claims that the next day the bodies of the Guise brothers were hacked, burned, and tossed in the 
river so as not to leave any relics for martyrdom.69 Henri immediately faced widespread backlash 
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and initially claimed that he was defending himself against a secret murder plot by the Guise.70 
Henri was vilified by preachers, in pamphlets and broadsheets, and even by the pope. The final 
year of his reign was completely consumed by “a steady stream of virulent abuse.”71 
 For the next three months, funeral services and processions in honor of the Guise brothers 
took place throughout Paris while Henri’s authority was increasingly questioned.72 By January 
1589, the Sorbonne declared Henri deposed and freed the king’s subjects from their obedience to 
him. By May of that year, Pope Sixtus V ordered Henri to appear in Rome within sixty days 
under threat of excommunication.73 Over the course of the year, anti-Valois sentiment escalated 
to an unprecedented level as the Guise murders “unleashed the full force of [League] 
radicalism.”74 League preachers promoted theories of Henri’s guilt and tyranny through public 
sermons twice a day and often left the public enraged. L’Estoile noted that pamphlets were also 
read out loud for ease of access and to reach a larger audience.75  
Many pamphlets circulated in support of the Sorbonne’s decision and, for the first time, 
Catholic authors appropriated theories from earlier Protestant writers against tyranny.76 André de 
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Rossant’s Les meurs, humeurs et comportemens de Henry de Valois (1589) was influential as an 
appeal to “all good Catholics to unite against the king.”77 In February 1589, Jean Boucher’s 
sermon concluded that Henri has “the soul of a true devil.”78 Boucher later followed these ideas 
with his De justa Henrici III abdicatione in August 1589 proclaiming the divine right of 
revolution based on earlier Protestant publications.79 Here, Boucher argued that Henri was a 
tyrant while suggesting that kingship is a human institution and therefore the people retain power 
over their king. Despite its popularity, Boucher’s pamphlet was not published until after Henri’s 
death.80 
The sentiment circulating through pamphlets and the pulpit emphasized the innocence of 
the Guise in comparison to the heinous crimes of the king. This is reflected in the contrast of the 
Guise brothers as saintly and Henri as diabolical.81 The repetition of images and texts by 
pamphleteers made their arguments more easily accepted and encouraged incitement against 
Henri.82 The effectiveness of the pamphlet productions in the aftermath of the Guise murders can 
be attributed to what Robert Scribner refers to as “adversarial propaganda” in which the authors 
reduce a complex set of issues to simple and polarizing terms. Rather than functioning to 
convince opponents of their argument, this approach encourages solidarity among its supporters. 
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The success of prints as a method of visual communication in this situation is dependent on the 
environment in which they are received.83 Frustration had grown with Henri’s inability to 
successfully curb the threat of Protestantism during the Wars of Religion and when the king had 
the most ardent supporters of Catholicism murdered, the League attacked Henri as a demonic 
and “depraved tyrant.”84  
The prints produced by the League placed Henri at the scene of the murder to emphasize 
his direct role in such an atrocious act. Representations of Henri in League propaganda 
encouraged visual association of the king with the shocking murders. Broadsheets published in 
Boucher’s La vie et faits notables de Henry de Valois, tout au long, sans rien requerir. Où sont 
contenues les trahisons, perfidies, sacrileges, exactions, cruautez & hontes de cet Hypocrite & 
Apostat, ennemy de la Religion Catholique (1589) depict the gruesome attacks against the duke 
and cardinal of Guise as they lay sprawled on the floor stabbed to death by multiple daggers 
(Figures 3 and 4). On the tiled floor of the château at Blois, the duke of Guise falls victim to six 
stabbings with sword wounds shown piercing his scalp, neck, back, chest, and torso. The duke’s 
own dagger still hangs from his belt, emphasizing the view that the attack was targeted and 
unprovoked given the fact that the duke did not even have time to defend himself against the 
king’s guards. His head tilts up and he gazes toward a curtain, which is drawn back to reveal an 
arm raising a sword. Above the wrist, the heraldic symbol of the fleur-de-lis on the man’s 
garment signifies the monarchy and implicates the king in this attack. On the wall in the 
background behind the dying duke three more fleurs-de-lis are grouped on a crest, further 
underscoring that this attack should be directly associated with Henri.  
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 A similar composition is found in the representation of the cardinal’s murder in his cell, 
although the draped fabric in the background does not provide much indication of a specific 
setting (Figure 4). The cardinal has also been stabbed six times: in his eye, chest, torso, and 
abdomen. In contrast to the image of the duke’s murder, here there are no additional figures 
present; however, a heraldic crest with three fleurs-de-lis can be found in both broadsheets. This 
identical symbolic addition links both compositions to each other and emphasizes Henri’s role in 
the attack. The accompanying inscriptions of both images unquestionably places blame on Henri 
while acknowledging the legacy of the Guise brothers with reverence. In each broadsheet, the 
text printed upside down beneath the image of the duke and above the image of the cardinal 
emphasize the cruelty and barbaric nature of the murders. As two of the most influential and 
honored leaders of the Catholic League lay gruesomely murdered, viewers are encouraged to 
visually associate the king with these heinous scenes through the inclusion of the monarchical 
symbol of the fleur-de-lis and accusatory inscriptions.  
These representations of the Guise were frequently reproduced in various pamphlets that 
circulated throughout Paris. Rather than implying Henri’s role through vague symbolism, prints 
explicitly represented Henri’s physical presence and direct role in the murders. A woodcut 
published by Didier Millot in 1589 entitled Le faux mufle decouvvert du grand hypocrite de la 
France (The falsehood of the great hypocrite of France uncovered) presents a graphic portrayal 
of the murders (Figure 5). In the center of the composition, Henri III wears a penitent’s robe and 
clutches rosary beads as he stands over the murdered duke of Guise, whose mutilated body is an 
exact reproduction of that depicted in the standalone broadsheet. As the duke lies dying at the 
foot of the penitent Henri, the cardinal of Guise stands behind him covering his face in his arms 
as four royal guards stab him. The pictorial plane is interrupted on the right side by a brick tower, 
a reference to the cardinal’s imprisonment prior to his murder. In the left background, a 
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completely separate scene takes place as a procession of hooded and robed penitents emerges 
from a chapel. Henri is identified as a pious Catholic, however his hood has been pulled back to 
reveal a face with goat ears and a pig snout, animals that were associated with the demonic.85  
This unmasking of the king was a frequent theme in pamphlets that alleged that the king 
had “disguised his true, evil nature under a pious mask until the moment of the murders.”86 
L’Estoile observed in April 1589 that “the Parisians and those of the League . . . proclaimed . . . 
that the mask was uncovered, and that the tyrant had removed the veil of his hypocrisy.”87 The 
League was particularly concerned with themes of the unmasking of Henri’s true self because of 
their deep disdain for Catholics who preferred maintaining peace in France through compromise 
with the Huguenots (i.e. politiques) rather than eliminating heresy.88 Henri’s murder of the Guise 
reinforced his reluctance to fully commit to the League’s cause of maintaining a strictly Catholic 
kingdom. Many pamphlets at this time focused on the Guise murders and Henri’s assassination 
in August 1589. Pamphleteers sought to inform viewers of the events that occurred and “to move 
them to sympathy with the victims of Henri’s tyranny, to anger against the ruler, and to rejoicing 
at his death.”89 When the hood of Henri the penitent is removed in Le faux mufle decouvvert du 
grand hypocrite de la France, viewers are clearly presented with a devil figure instead of the 
face of the king.  
The function of the penitents’ robes in the masquerade presented in Le faux mufle 
decouvvert du grand hypocrite de la France was significant because it referenced Henri’s 
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frequent public displays of piety and his patronage of newly formed penitent brotherhoods. In 
1578, Henri founded the Order of the Holy Spirit, followed by the foundation of the White 
Penitents and the Blue Penitents confraternities in 1583. According to L’Estoile, Henri actively 
participated in processions with fellow penitents on several occasions. This was perceived as 
unkingly at the time because he did not distinguish himself as the king but rather blended in with 
the other members.90 As part of L’Estoile’s collections, a woodblock print exists that depicts a 
procession of the White Penitents (Figure 6). Here, the king is indistinguishable within a group 
of twenty-two penitents hidden under white hoods and robes as the head of the procession carries 
a crucifix draped in cloth. This print seems to have influenced the representation of the penitent 
procession in the background of Henri’s unmasking at the scene of the Guise murders (Figure 5). 
Though not an identical replication of the original, the four figured hooded in white robes are 
clear indicators of the White Penitents as they carry a crucifix identical to that of the processional 
print. The League sought to expose what they perceived to be Henri’s true self by including 
imagery of the penitents’ procession. They were attempting to convince viewers that the king’s 
highly visible piety and devotional activity were displays of his hypocrisy in light of the Guise 
murders.91 
Henri’s increased devotion to penitence began after he and his wife Louise sought every 
method to produce an heir. Penny Roberts argues that “no issue was of greater concern to 
sixteenth-century monarchs than securing their dynastic inheritance through the legitimate birth 
of a healthy male child.”92 L’Estoile recorded the fact that Henri and Louise visited the shrine of 
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Our Lady at Notre Dame de Chartres in 1579, bringing medals of the Virgin as tokens to 
overcome infertility. Over the years, the royal couple attempted various methods, both together 
and independently, including religious observance and offerings, astrological guidance, and 
bathing in water believed to have curative and generative powers. Henri walked on foot from 
Paris to Chartres with his penitent brotherhood in 1583, 1584, and 1586 seeking God’s grace 
through pilgrimage. The stability of the kingdom was at stake not only for questions of 
succession but in the implication that Henri would be unable to fulfill his role as a father of the 
French people without God’s blessing of an heir. This was a vital issue to contemporary 
observers, especially as the king and his queen encouraged the general public to pray for an heir. 
They repeatedly requested churches throughout the kingdom say daily prayers on their behalf 
and organized city-wide processions and masses after their pilgrimages. These actions 
underscored the fact that resolving their infertility was a public rather than private concern.93 
Henri spent the majority of his reign publicly portraying himself as a pious penitent, but the 
Guise murders at Blois forever altered his reputation.  
After the murders, the League concentrated their efforts against Henri by accusing the 
king of being a hypocrite, tyrant, and demon. Pamphlets frequently acknowledged Henri’s 
penitential devotion and often argued that “the more devout the mask, the more diabolic the 
reality.”94 One pamphlet goes so far as to argue Henri was not born of a kingly race but was 
“perhaps a devil incarnate.”95 Prints began to reflect the idea that Henri was in league with the 
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Devil in light of his recognition of the Protestant Navarre as his rightful heir and the killing of 
the Guise.96 Published by Anthoine du Brueil, L’hermitage prepare pour Henry de Valois depicts 
a scene in which the king enters a covenant with the Devil (Figure 7). Henri is illustrated 
standing between two religious figures and wears his black feathered cap and Order of the Holy 
Spirit insignia that are indicative of his royal iconography. On either side of him, the elderly 
penitents have their hoods down and carry rosaries, one around his neck while the other grasps 
the beads in his hand.97 While Henri is not depicted with any animalistic or demonic features in 
this image, the two other figures are seen with clawed feet. They point Henri towards the gaping 
hellmouth that dominates the left side of the composition.  
The motif of the hellmouth is based on various interpretations and representations of 
biblical texts referencing the Last Judgement and the Apocalypse.98 The ancient Gorgon, a 
monstrous figure with flaming hair and huge open jaw with enormous fangs, has traditionally 
been attributed as the model for the Mouth of Hell.99 In L’hermitage prepare pour Henry de 
Valois, the hellmouth appears to be that of a lion, an animal with demonic connotations that often 
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served as an allegorical portrait for members of the clergy in Protestant propaganda. The mouths 
of hell served as visual signs evoking monstrosity and reduced prominent members of authority 
in the Catholic hierarchy to a mockery. One example among many can be seen in Lucas Cranach 
the Elder’s 1546 woodcut The False and the True Church, where various members of the 
Catholic clergy burn in the Mouth of Hell as a stark juxtaposition to a religious service of 
Reformers (Figure 8). The iconography of the hellmouth adapted in Reformation polemics 
emerged from a centuries long tradition of grotesque and demonic signs that were recognizable 
and memorable to viewers.100 
Monstrous motifs were heavily adapted to associate the papacy with the Devil in early 
Protestant Reformation polemic, with animal masks frequently serving to represent the 
transformation of man into monster. This interest in imagery of the monstrous or bestial as signs 
of demonism derived from the understanding that monsters were an infringement on the rule of 
God and were associated with sin. In this sense, “sin was a disfigurement of God’s image in man 
which transformed him into a monster. The monster thus stood close to the very origin of sin, the 
Devil, and the monster could itself become a visible expression of evil.”101 The scene reflected in 
L’hermitage prepare pour Henry de Valois was designed to visually communicate Henri’s 
proximity to Hell as a consequence of his refusal to fully combat Protestantism in France.  
Published by Anthoine du Brueil in 1589, the woodcut L’adiournement fait a Henri de 
Valois is the most explicit version associating Henri with Hell (Figure 9). Here the king stands 
holding the hand of a monstrous goat-human hybrid with an undulating landscape in the 
background. In the right corner of the composition a black fiery pit burns to the sky, leading the 
viewer’s eye to the top of the frame where the figure spreads its wings and carries Henri in its 
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arms on their journey to Hell. Many iconographic features of the monstrous figure here are 
representative of the Devil and evil. Typical characteristics of devils in this period often included 
cloven hoofs, griffon-like claws, scales, dark fur, large tails, and occasionally angel or bat-like 
wings. Large ears and nakedness are also common features that are included in the version 
presented here. The nakedness of this figure is seen in its breasts, which were implications of sin 
and carnality.102 No singular pictorial or literary tradition established the iconography of the 
Devil and a variety of interpretations exist from a range of ancient and biblical sources. Luther 
Link argues that many characteristics of the Devil seen in visual representations from the Middle 
Ages and Renaissance periods can be attributed to the ancient satyr figure Pan. This Greek god 
has historically been depicted as a half-man half-goat, with cloven hoofs, large horns, tail, and a 
hairy lower body.103 These features are all employed in Brueil’s print and would have been 
understood by contemporary viewers as a figure of the Devil.  
The figure in this image also appears as a simplified version of the popular anti-Catholic 
motif of the papal-ass. Pamphlets of the early Lutheran movement established the papal-ass as an 
essential trope in Protestant polemic in connection to ideas of the papal Antichrist. Most famous 
is Philip Melanchthon’s 1523 pamphlet The Pope-Ass Explained in which the author denounces 
the Church by interpreting each body part of the monstrous figure as an aspect of the corrupt 
papacy. His publication was accompanied by a visual representation of the monster by Lucas 
Cranach the Elder that was later reproduced in 1545 for Cranach and Luther’s pamphlet 
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Depiction of the Papacy (Figure 10).104 The original version of this papal-ass is based on a 
fifteenth century copper engraving by Wenzel von Olmütz and refers to a Roman legend from 
1495 when the Tiber river flooded for days (Figure 11). As the water receded, rumors circulated 
that a monstrous creature had been found with the head and body of an ass, breasts of a woman, 
hoofs and claws for hands, dark scales, and a serpent’s head for a tail. The monster was an 
accumulation of features with demonic connotations from ancient and biblical sources that 
contemporary observers would have associated with perversions of nature.105 
By 1557, Melanchthon’s The Pope-Ass Explained was translated into French and 
provided new opportunity for interpretations during the Wars of Religion. For instance, Arnaud 
Sorbin’s Tractatus de monstris (Paris, 1570) subverted the image of the papal-ass to provide a 
Catholic interpretation of the creature. Sorbin was the court preacher for Henri III as well as the 
bishop of Nevers and his writings reflected anti-Protestant views. He interpreted the ass to be an 
animal of cold nature with frigid semen, which would affect its ability to procreate, and argued 
that for this reason the animal was a metaphor for Luther’s attempt to spread heretical teachings. 
Sorbin argues that the monster’s origin in Rome is reflective of its pursuit to oppose the Roman 
Church rather than as a symbol of the Church.106 Sorbin’s image was later reproduced in the 
1582 version of Histoires prodigieuses, published by François de Belleforest, to highlight the 
symbolic associations between monstrosity, sin, and heresy and to further link the papal-ass with 
Protestantism (Figure 12).107 This 1582 publication reinforced a precedent in which the 
 
104 Buck, The Roman Monster, 8-115.  
 
105 Ibid., 11-12. 
 
106 Ibid., 181-188. 
 
107 Jennifer Spinks, “Print and Polemic in Sixteenth-century France: The Histoires prodigieuses, 




traditional symbols of a corrupt and monstrous papacy that emerged in Germany during the early 
years of the Reformation could be appropriated by Catholic authors and artists. Sorbin’s 
description and interpretation provided a framework for which League pamphleteers could then 
appropriate the papal-ass to be symbolic of heresy rather than the papacy, to whom they were 
most loyal.  
Visual depictions identifying Henri III with demonic figures symbolically representative 
of heresy was an attack of grave significance considering the French king uniquely held the title 
of Rex christianissimus (the Most Christian King) since the Middle Ages. The coronation 
ceremony, or sacre, of French kings included an oath to protect and defend the Catholic religion 
from heretics. This belief extended beyond conceptual understandings of the divine right of 
kingship across Europe and singled out the king of France as a recipient of God’s special 
favor.108 The king of France was understood to be an instrument chosen by God to fulfill this 
duty as a protector of Catholicism and his kingdom.109 The coronation of Henri III abided by 
these traditions and served as a ceremonial endorsement of the relationship between the king and 
God. The sacre conferred on the king a “semi-priestly character” with absolute authority.110 
This sacred relationship between the king of France and God also conferred upon the 
king a miraculous power of healing scrofula through royal touch.111 The League argued that 
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Henri’s inability to embody the divine gift of healing was a result of his wickedness and warned 
that God would withdraw this miraculous power as punishment so that no king could heal 
again.112 They concluded that Henri’s “godlessness” deemed him unworthy of such a gift.113 In 
particular, it was his accommodating position towards Protestantism that led to questions of his 
curative powers because his gift of healing was the result of an oath to prevent heresy. Just as 
scrofula was identified as a disease that could only be cured by the king, so too was religious 
dissent and civil war. Luc Racaut argues that “if disease was caused by disharmony in the body, 
civil war was caused by disharmony in the body politic.”114 Ideas of the “king’s two bodies,” the 
body natural and the body politic, reinforced the idea that attacks against the king’s person were 
an attack against the kingdom.115 The rise in Protestantism and Henri’s perceived indifference 
reflected a diseased body politic and therefore a sickly, or perhaps monstrous, king.  
Due to heresy and civil war, France was personified “as a body assailed by injury, 
infection and corruption” and contemporary authors frequently referred to purging the realm.116 
Jean de la Vacquerie, a doctor of the Sorbonne stated that Protestants were seditious rebels who 
“must be rooted out before all of France became infested with rebellion and revolution.”117 As 
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Huguenots maintained support throughout France, they believed they were now an integral part 
of the state and any assault against them threatened the health of the unified body politic. This 
concept was greatly contested by Catholics, who argued that the idea of two bodies under one 
head rendered the kingdom monstrous.118 Contemporary observers argued that the spiritual 
powers of the royal touch conferred upon the Most Christian King must extend to divisions 
within the kingdom.119 It was here that Henri III found himself: as the head of the body politic in 
the midst of a division of state. Just as powers of healing were enacted upon the physical body, 
so too should the social body be healed through the king alone.  
Henri’s inability to mend these wounds reinforced the disunity of the kingdom and 
reflected the fragility of his rule. His assassination in August 1589 by the monk Jacques Clément 
marked the end of Henri’s reign after the culmination of years of defamatory propaganda. After 
requesting an audience with the king, Clément was welcomed into the king’s chambers to share a 
letter from Parlement. As Henri leaned into the monk under the impression he would be 
disclosing sensitive military information, Clément pulled a knife from his sleeve and stabbed the 
king in the abdomen.120 The piercing of his body by Clément was particularly symbolic as it 
encapsulated the weakness of the king’s flesh and the perforated body politic.121  
The murders of the Guise brothers were the decisive event of Henri III’s reign and his 
recognition as the Most Christian King was questioned after League supporters argued that the 
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king had committed a significant crime against the Church. The League concluded that Henri 
was no longer worthy of his subjects’ loyalty if he was willing to support a Protestant heir and 
decisively silence his opposition. Pamphlets argued that “if the pious and regal appearance of 
Henri III was nothing but a mask, then his royal powers were a sham, and his claim to the throne 
that of a usurper.”122 Visual images accompanying polemical pamphlets continued to question 
traditional views of French kingship by portraying the king as a heretic and tyrant. Visual 
representations of Henri unmasked as a demon figure or having direct contact and engagement 
with the Devil reinforced the notion that not only were his actions heretical but his personhood, 


































CRITICISMS AT COURT: 
SATIRICAL PRINTS OF HENRI III AND HIS MIGNONS 
 
Attacks against Henri III as a heretic and tyrant continued to be circulated through print 
productions that visually associated the king with demon imagery and diabolism. While the king 
himself was the subject of polemical pamphlets and satirical prints, his closest allies were not 
excused from accusations of hypocrisy and heresy. In many of the printed attacks, Henri was 
accompanied by his favorites at court, his mignons, who had been widely criticized by court 
contemporaries. Printed pamphlets and poems charged Henri and his mignons with indecency 
and inappropriate behavior. Satirical prints were designed to promote the idea that his mignons 
served as extensions of the demonism and tyranny perceived at Henri’s court. Contemporary 
critics were cautious of the mignons’ influence at court and often associated them with 
effeminacy and foreign vices.  The League identified court favorites with diabolism in satirical 
images in order to portray their claims of Henri’s demonic influences, although anti-courtier 
sentiment was prevalent beyond publications by the League. The printed pamphlets and satirical 
images that took aim at Henri’s mignons were intended as indirect attacks against Henri himself.  
 Anti-courtier satire developed during the pamphlet wars between the Huguenots and 
Catholics as both sides sought to exploit the increasingly popular hostility towards Henri and his 
court. Though anti-courtier sentiments were not new, they traditionally focused on courtiers as a 
class rather than as attacks against individuals, as was seen with Henri’s court.123 In particular, 
Henri’s archmignon Jean-Louis de Nogaret de la Vallete duc d’Epernon found himself the target 
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of polemical pamphlets when his influence at court became more evident after his appointment 
as colonel-general of the infantry in 1581. A few years later, a 1585 regulation distinguished 
Henri’s archmignons from other gentlemen of the chamber, granting the duc d’Epernon unique 
access to the king’s chambers.124 He quickly created enemies because of his distinct favor with 
the king and attacks against his faith and the nature of his relationship with Henri were circulated 
in tandem with critiques against the king.  
 The murders of the Guise brothers at Blois in 1588 remained a prevalent theme in 
polemical materials against Henri III. Visual representations of the murders analyzed in the 
previous chapter focused on the violent nature of the attack and charged Henri with being in 
league with the Devil. Alternatively, a broadsheet depicting Henri and his courtiers entitled Le 
soufflement et conseil diabolique depernon a Henry de Valois is a particularly explicit accusation 
of diabolism at Henri’s court after the murders of the duke and cardinal of Guise (Figure 13). 
Rather than directly associating the body of the king with demonism, this composition 
emphasizes the demonic influence being transferred from his mignon. Henri stands in the center 
of the composition facing prominent members of the League as the decapitated bodies of the 
Guise brothers lay at their feet. In this scene, the figures are labelled for the viewer’s 
convenience and are standing on a tiled floor as the curtain in the background exposes a small 
landscape view of the château at Blois in the top left corner of the frame.  
Henri is confronted by the cardinal of Bourbon who points up to the king while 
motioning towards the mutilated bodies of the Guise. Behind Henri, three royal guards and the 
duc d’Epernon are also engaged in the gruesome scene. One guard, identified as L’Archan, 
grasps the decapitated heads of the Guise brothers, providing a clear visual marker of the 
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crown’s role in the murders. Most notably in this scene, however, is the duc d’Epernon, who 
stands over Henri’s shoulder and presses a bellows into the king’s ear. His own ear is being 
blown into by a winged, dark-haired demon flying above his shoulder. The duc d’Epernon is 
represented with a sly smile and devious look in his eye and, in a personified display of his 
diabolism, has claws for feet. This chain of air flowing from the demonic figure through the duc 
d’Epernon to Henri visually presents to the viewer an explicit indication of his perceived 
diabolism and his influence over the king.  
The duc d’Epernon’s use of the bellows is also associated with diabolism in a woodcut by 
Nicolas le Roy and François Gence entitled La marmite renversée des huguenots, politiques, 
atheistes, Espermonistes, libertins, avec la complainte des ministres et predicans du royaume de 
France (Figure 14). As the title suggests, this image portrays a group of Huguenots, politiques, 
atheists, “Epernonists,” and libertines surrounding a boiling pot of human heads, understood to 
be members of the Catholic clergy. The duc d’Epernon is identified in the lower right corner as 
he leans over to tend the fire with his bellows, demonstrating his direct encouragement of this 
heretical gathering. Henri III is identifiable by his velvet cap and insignia of the Order of the 
Holy Spirit as he holds onto the rim of the pot that is on the verge of tipping over. Henri’s 
assassin, the monk Jacques Clément, kneels at the king’s foot grasping the note that gave him 
audience with the king in one hand and the knife he used to stab Henri in the other. This causes 
the king to lean slightly backwards and presents a visual connection between the king’s 
assassination and the fragility of the pot.  
 Philip Benedict provides an in-depth analysis of marmite imagery during the French 
Wars of Religion and argues that the use of the marmite was frequently circulated as a motif in 
polemical prints to attack opposing factions as stewpots. A representation of a kettle or “a large 
cooking vessel” served as a vehicle for insult because the common household object was a 
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symbol of families providing for themselves and a struggling family would be unable to keep 
their marmite boiling or in a stable position. Benedict argues that “since one could not see the 
contents of a covered marmite, the word came to signify a hypocrite.”125 Initially circulated as an 
image of Protestant propaganda, the overturned marmite represented the decline of papal 
authority when restrictions against Huguenots were eased. An example of this motif can be 
found in the anonymous woodcut Le renversement de la grande marmite (Figure 15) in which a 
cracked marmite hovers over a fire of billowing smoke on the verge of collapse. The rising 
flames aid in the falling of the pot as members of the clergy surround the pot and struggle with 
ropes and buttresses to provide stability in vain. This image was produced and circulated as a 
representation of Protestant triumph over the hypocrisy and corruption of the Catholic Church.126 
 Benedict continues his analysis by discussing several pamphlets created in the 1560s, 
during the first outbreak of the Wars of Religion, that continued to use the term and connotation 
of the marmite as an insult against Catholics, although Catholic authors eventually attempted to 
adopt the image as an attack against Protestants.127 In his discussion of how the League utilized 
the marmite imagery to accuse Henri III and his allies of heresy (as seen in Figure 14), Benedict 
argues that the stewing pot suggests the king’s policies betrayed the Church and alludes to the 
suffering that would endure if the Protestant Henri of Navarre succeeded the throne as heir. The 
League placed blame and responsibility on the surrounding figures who observe and aid the 
burning pot, but, similar to the original Protestant versions, this marmite image reflects a “sense 
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of relief and triumph” after Henri’s assassination.128 The inclusion of Henri’s mignons in this 
image seeks to unify the individuals under one accusation of heresy.  
To be a heretic in the sixteenth century was to have been seduced by the Devil and 
heretical actions and works of the Devil often overlapped in public opinion, leading to 
associations of heresy with that of sorcery.129 While accusations of heresy and being in league 
with the Devil could be independently charged, they were simultaneously understood to be 
implicitly connected. Keith Cameron provides a synopsis of how Henri’s enemies associated the 
king with heresy, demonism, and immorality despite the distinction of these charges. Cameron 
argues that Henri’s perceived favor towards the Huguenots was interpreted by his critics to mean 
the king was in league with the Devil. Cameron states that the belief was that “any man who 
associates with the devil will practice immorality,” however, “if Henri practices immorality, he 
must be associating with the devil” and was therefore a heretic.130 The extent to which Henri 
faced charges of heresy led to deeper associations with diabolism and the occult. Henri was not 
alone in these accusations, however, as the duc d’Epernon was often faulted for seducing the 
king into these evil ways.131 
The motif of the diabolical duc d’Epernon can also be found in the print La sorcellerie de 
Jean d’Espernon, auec les lamétations d’icelay, & du Roy de Navarre (Figure 16). In this scene, 
Henri lay on his deathbed after having been stabbed by Clément, whose body also lies in the 
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lower right-hand corner. Though represented in one compositional plane, the image depicts the 
duc d’Epernon twice as he is seen on the left deeply engrossed in practices of “dark magic” and 
again in the right background standing over Henri III in conversation with Navarre. Three 
demonic figures appear out of bursts of smoke including one that walks out of a hellmouth 
holding a pitchfork and chains. The other side of these chains is wrapped around the ankles of 
the duc d’Epernon and Navarre as they stand over the dying Henri. These monstrous figures have 
various features of the demonic including bat-like wings, clawed feet, horns, and tails. This 
image is clearly intended to illustrate the duc d’Epernon’s perceived ability to invoke evil and 
visually convince the viewer of his allegiance with the Devil.  
By portraying the duc d’Epernon’s invocation of demonic figures alongside the body of 
the king, the League established a visual framework with which to accuse Henri of heresy and 
tyranny. As the Most Christian King, it would have been inconceivable that the French monarch 
would be affiliated with anything other than divinity and princely authority. The distinction 
between princes and tyrants was articulated in 1581 by Nicolas Barnaud who argued that “the 
king conforms himself to the laws of nature, while the tyrant treads them underfoot; the one 
maintains religion, justice and faith, the other has neither God, faith nor law…”132 The idea of 
demonic infiltration in the monarchy was reflective of disorder and created an inversion in the 
natural state of things.133 The conjuring of the Devil by the duc d’Epernon in Henri’s chambers 
reaffirms the League’s association between diabolism and Henri’s court.  
Not only was the duc d’Epernon visually associated with demonism, through his 
practices and proximity to such monstrous figures, his physical being became unequivocally 
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linked to the Devil. A diabolical portrait of the duc d’Epernon is found in the 1589 pamphlet La 
Grande Diablerie de Jean Vallette dit de Nogaret par la grace du Roy Duc d’Espernon, grand 
Amiral de France et bourgeois d’Angouleme sur son departement de la Court (Figure 17). This 
portrait explicitly identifies the duc d’Epernon as a demon: he is covered in dark hair and has 
claws instead of hands and feet, including a misshapen claw dangling between his eyes. His 
tongue hangs out of his mouth, his breasts sag, and his tail wraps behind his leg. These features 
present an image of the duc d’Epernon that is unrecognizable and visually asserts his complete 
transformation. He is no longer a human who practices witchcraft but has become a demonic 
figure nearly identical to those he previously summoned in Figure 16. 
The League identified the duc d’Epernon as one of their main targets of polemical attacks 
alongside Henri III. Pierre de L’Estoile noted multiple publications in his Mémoires-journaux 
that attacked the duc d’Epernon for his influence over Henri. An anonymous tract Les choses 
horribles contenues en une lettre envoyée à Henry de Valois par un enfant de Paris created an 
anagram out of the duc d’Epernon’s name Nogaret to become “Teragon” and claimed this 
character was a demon that slept with Henri and possessed the king in order to have complete 
mastery over the king’s soul. Another pamphlet Les sorcelleries de Henry de Valois, et les 
oblations qu’il faisoit au diable dans le bois de Vincennes alleged that objects of sorcery were 
found at the duc d’Epernon’s home and publicly displayed in Paris.134 League pamphleteer Jean 
Boucher published an attack against the duc d’Epernon in 1588, Histoire tragique et mémorable 
de Pierre de Gaverston, in which the king’s favorite is compared to Piers Gaveston, the favorite 
of King Edward II of England who held special favor with the king but was eventually exiled 
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and beheaded.135 Regardless of Boucher’s intended argument in drawing this parallel between 
court favorites, the duc d’Epernon’s reputation had been clearly established as a dangerous 
influence on the king.  
While the duc d’Epernon was most often singled out among Henri’s mignons, there was a 
significant amount of printed material circulating that criticized Henri’s court and the behavior of 
his favorites. François de La Noue was highly critical of Henri’s court in his 1587 tract Discours 
politiques et militaires and was specifically concerned with the courtly extravagances of fashion 
and displays of luxury.136 L’Estoile recorded a growing hostility towards the mignons early in 
Henri’s reign because of their “foolish and haughty ways and of their effeminate and immodest 
make-up and clothes, but above all on account of the huge gifts heaped upon them by the 
king.”137 While surrounding oneself with male favorites was common practice among French 
monarchs, critics of Henri’s court took issue with the king’s interest in promoting his favorites to 
nobility from relatively obscure families rather than choosing amongst those already 
distinguished at court.138 Originally a simple term for companion, it was only with Henri’s court 
that the term mignon was popularized as a derogatory term. The poem Les Tragiques by Agrippa 
d'Aubigné depicted Henri’s court as one of sexual deviance and inappropriate costume, further 
associating the mignons with effeminacy and wickedness from that point on.139 
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 The most frequently circulated attacks against Henri’s mignons revolved around their 
fashion, especially during court festivities that required elaborate costume. Rebecca Zorach 
argues that it was common practice for courtiers and members of the royal family to engage in 
costumed performances but court commentators were critical of the mignons’ appearance, 
observing that “because of their outrageous fashions, it was difficult to tell whether the mignons 
were male or female.”140 In Les Tragiques, d'Aubigné took great offence at Henri’s participation 
in costumed performances at court and, as a result, the mignons were widely criticized as 
harmful influences on the king.141 Michael Wintroub argues that it was the king’s attention to his 
outward appearance that, according to Henri’s critics, were visible markers of “masks that 
revealed, rather than disguised, his corrupt and dissimulating nature.”142 The king's critics 
perceived Henri’s “masks,” in this case his elaborate costuming and make-up, as exposing the 
ambiguity of the king’s true nature.  
 One of the most incriminating pamphlets to articulate these critiques of Henri’s court and 
his mignons was the Description de l’isle des hermaphrodites, nouvellement découverte believed 
to be written by Thomas Artus. Though not published until 1605, this text served as a reflection 
of Henri III’s reign and presented an allegory of the king’s court. The title page of L’isle des 
hermaphrodites includes an image of one of Henri’s courtiers (Figure 18). With the aim to be 
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shocking and outlandish, the narrator of the text describes a group of sailors stranded on a 
strange and unknown island of hermaphrodites where their “effeminacy and unnatural practices” 
are described to readers as “a society recognizable as that of the French court under Henri III.”143 
While intended to be a critique of the fashions and moderate politics of Henri III’s court, Artus 
describes how ambiguous appearances represented subversions of society. This is portrayed in 
representations of the hermaphrodite as a monstrous figure who emerged from a disruptive 
society.144 Penny Roberts argues that the symbolism of hermaphroditism during the sixteenth 
century “became an effective tool for denigrating the ambiguous sexuality displayed at the 
French court; rulers with disorderly bodies, it was argued, promoted a disorderly society.”145 As 
an allegorical portrait of Henri and his court, L’isle des hermaphrodites describes the actions that 
were criticized in contemporary pamphlets of the mignons’ costume and attention to personal 
appearance. The author utilizes the character of a hermaphrodite to attack the mignons and 
question their masculinity.  
 By accusing Henri and his mignons of being hermaphrodites and sodomites, critics 
sought to illustrate the many sins against nature that they believed were occurring at Henri’s 
court. These charges were frequently utilized by Henri’s enemies to emphasize their argument 
that the king was “a sinner against God’s sacred natural order.”146 By charging the king with 
ambiguous displays of his body and self-presentation, critics alluded to the destruction of the 
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body politic. As one indivisible unit, the natural body and body politic of the king’s two bodies 
was compared to the two sexes of the hermaphrodite in the fourteenth century by the Italian 
lawyer Baldus.147 This idea of perceived sexual ambiguity amongst Henri’s mignons was 
perpetuated by contemporary writers seeking to highlight charges of heresy and further ostracize 
the king and his courtiers. The ceremonies of court and the “seemingly frivolous behavior of the 
king and his mignons were thus compared to the unnatural artifices and fashions employed by 
women to attract and mislead men.”148 Accusations of gender inversion through public displays 
at court were a consistent critique against Henri and his mignons.149  
 Aspects of ritual inversions were frequently found in various forms of religious rites, 
carnivals, and court entertainments dating back to the medieval period in Europe. The spectacle 
of court performance provided an opportunity for royal princes and nobles to experiment with 
modes of inversion through costume and theatre.150 An often cited example of Henri’s perceived 
gender ambiguity or cross-dressing is his performance with his brother the duc d’Alençon as 
Amazonian warriors during the wedding festivities for their sister Marguerite de Valois to Henri 
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of Navarre in 1572.151 This performance perpetuated notions of Henri’s masking his true 
identity, despite such practices being historically common and popular at the French court.152 
Regardless of the symbolic associations of the female Amazonian warriors with strength and 
power, critics emphasized Henri’s appearance “as a man dressed as a woman dressed as a man” 
as being inappropriate especially when part of extravagant court entertainment during times of 
civil war.153 These courtly ceremonies, however, allowed Henri and his mignons to explore 
behavioral expressions normally outside of those socially accepted for men.154 In addition to 
being criticized for economic reasons, the fashionable display at Henri’s court was believed to be 
indicative of the lack of morality and internal nature of the mignons.155 
 These types of performances were partially why Henri and his mignons were perceived as 
effeminate because contemporary critics were skeptical of the dominance of theatre, music, and 
dancing at court.156 Court contemporaries argued that traditional notions of nobility were being 
displaced by the newcomers that Henri favored.157 This in turn relates to the developments of the 
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ideal courtier during the sixteenth century, as appearance and etiquette became markers of status 
more so than victories in battle. The king’s favor was determined by “the performance of an 
ideal of nobility,” rather than by birth or virtue. These ideas were influenced by popular treatises 
such as Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (1528), Antonio de Guevara’s Court 
Favorite (1539), and Stefano Guazzo’s Civil Conversation (1574).158  
 Contemporary writers recognized military virtue and characteristics of courage and 
strength with court nobility. Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier was translated into French in 
1537 and became highly influential at the French court due to the increasing number of courtiers 
and a heavier Italian presence. Castiglione was concerned with defining the perfect courtier as 
one with grazia (grace) and sprezzatura (nonchalance or effortlessness). The circulation of this 
text in France fueled anti-courtier responses from French authors as many aspects of 
Castiglione’s argument were “deemed incompatible with the robust candour (franchise 
gaulloise)” that Frenchmen identified with their national character. In his 1547 treatise 
Philosophe de Court, Philibert de Vienne attacks Castiglione’s pursuit of the perfect courtier and 
expresses disgust at the cultivated appearance of courtiers.159  
Gerry Milligan’s analysis of early modern conceptions of the ideal courtier explores the 
tensions between the masculinity of courtly practices and the masculinity of warfare in 
Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier. The narrators in the Book of the Courtier affirm that since 
few men are born with the qualities of the ideal courtier, they must manipulate their body, dress, 
and behavior. Courtiers should take into account what kind of man they wish to be perceived as 
and dress accordingly, as outward appearance served as a visual indicator of inner identity. This 
performance of masculinity marks a thin line between the ideal and the effeminate, as trying too 
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hard to appear perfect is a failure of sprezzatura. Milligan argues that “men fail at a sprezzatura 
of masculinity not because they ornament themselves, but because they have exposed the 
necessity of ornamenting themselves.”160 Henri III and his mignons were often criticized for this 
point, as their appearance and behavior was marked as excessive.  
A significant element to consider in the scandals surrounding Henri and his mignons is 
the anti-Italianism that escalated in the French court of the late sixteenth century. Critics of the 
Book of the Courtier often articulated concerns with an increased presence of Italians at Henri’s 
court.161 Anti-Italianism in France can be traced back centuries before but was rooted in 
ecclesiastical concerns rather than cultural. During her sons’ reigns, Catherine de Medici was 
frequently the target of attacks against her Italian origin. Huguenot writer Henri Estienne 
questions: “What are you fearful of? She is only a woman, a foreigner, an enemy hated by 
everyone.”162 Because Henri’s mother was actively involved in diplomacy and policy during his 
reign, the king’s authority was debated since he often deferred to Catherine’s judgement.163 
Henri’s perceived effeminacy was marked by both his relationship to his Italian mother and his 
Castiglione-influenced mignons. Henry Heller argues that the scandals of Henri’s reign must be 
“understood within the context of an Italianized court” as his critics sought to exaggerate the 
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king’s relationships and appearance to “epitomize the disorder into which the kingdom had 
fallen” in order to reinforce the idea of “otherness.”164 
Heller argues that there was a significant “anti-Machiavellian” element to pamphlets 
produced by the League against Henri’s court. In the 1540s and 50s, Machiavelli’s works were 
translated into French with positive reception initially. During the Wars of Religion, the 
circulation of anti-Italian sentiment often replaced or supplemented religious polarity with that of 
ethnic and national difference.165 The associations of Italian texts with effeminacy and tyranny 
re-emerged during the reign of Henri III as the League echoed earlier discourses. Because of 
Henri’s leanings towards the politique, or moderate Catholicism, the League asserted that the 
king prioritized politics rather than religion and was therefore a follower of Machiavelli.166 
According to League pamphleteers, Machiavelli was a hypocrite because his political motives 
encouraged the use of religion to manipulate people. He was transformed into a demonic 
caricature by League preachers and publishers as followers of his theories were considered to be 
“figures of evil incarnate.”167  
Reflections on the ideal courtier or prince by Castiglione and Machiavelli required a 
reliance on the established social hierarchy at court and faith in the nobility. The king embodied 
his court as its head and was therefore implicated in the presence and perception of his courtiers. 
On the other hand, contemporary court writer François de La Noue observed that “One must say 
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that in general the Court is the true image of the prince, because as he is, so also are his 
followers. If he is wise, they will be, and if he likes to play lascivious tricks, they will imitate 
him as well.’’168 Henri undoubtedly had close relationships with his mignons, of which the nature 
and level of intimacy continues to be debated, and their mutual affiliation culminated in 
disparaging attacks. Charges against mignons like the duc d’Epernon were circulated by 
pamphleteers to undermine Henri’s rule and vilify his policies. Simultaneously, increasingly 
hostile responses to Henri as king weighed on members of his court as his closest allies 
represented essential extensions of the body politic. Protestant writer Estienne de La Boétie 
proposed that “a tyrannical regime is maintained by flatterers and courtiers who have an interest 
in its continued survival.”169 Any charges against Henri’s mignons implicated the king, and vice 
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The pamphlets produced by the League during the Wars of Religion have been analyzed by 
scholars for centuries as they attempt to understand the origin, function, and implications of such 
vicious attacks. When approached as a religious movement, the League’s use of printed materials 
is not unique for their environment.170 But the shift to targeting Henri III and his court between 
1585 and 1589 marked an evolution in the organization’s political, social, and religious goals. As 
the nature of the League transformed in response to their environment so too did the subject 
matter of their publications. This is a significant point in understanding how the satirical prints 
produced and circulated by the League of Henri III were done so within a specific time, place, 
and socio-political context. By attempting to shape the image of the king through satirical prints, 
the League sought to convince viewers of his heresy and tyranny through exaggeration and 
visual distortion.  
 The production of such representations, whether through text or image, emerged out of a 
public sphere of socialized group opinion. In her analysis of early modern gossip and rumor, 
Emily Butterworth acknowledges that in social circles “gossip performed an important 
accusatory function” and often carried much weight in perceptions of one’s reputation.171 What 
to a modern viewer may clearly be falsehoods would be to contemporaries of Henri III serious 
charges that had the power to shape public opinion. Butterworth continues by saying that “gossip 
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converts raw data- opinion, slander, or rumor- into stories… that can be exchanged and that can 
circulate on the market.”172 The League’s representations of Henri III were clearly intended as 
visual satire but because of the intricacies of the political environment during this period, they 
could be presented within a framework of truth. John Salmon examines this issue and observes 
that rather than descriptions of abstract vices or charges, these satires represent real people and 
events. The modern viewer, however, must recognize that evidence from such satire cannot 
function as generalizations of the period.173  
Critical analysis of the function of prints and pamphlet production during this period is 
not complete without also considering the lens with which these materials have been presented to 
modern scholars through the collections of Pierre de L’Estoile. This point is thoroughly 
addressed in Tom Hamilton’s Pierre de L’Estoile and his World in the Wars of Religion (2017). 
Hamilton argues that while L’Estoile is an essential eyewitness to major events during the time 
of the League, his conscious collection and accumulation of pamphlets and prints was not 
without bias. Hamilton explains how L’Estoile’s compilation of both images and texts in Les 
belles Figures et Drolleries de la Ligue (1589) was heavily revised as L’Estoile attempted to 
present a visual narrative of the League’s influence. He argues that this “intentional assemblage” 
is representative of L’Estoile’s own “political agenda” by exposing and cementing the polemics 
of this period despite efforts of mass censorship. The collection practices of L’Estoile highlight 
the necessity for modern scholars who engage with a selection of these texts and images to 
understand their original context. L’Estoile’s scrapbook arrangement of prints and pamphlets 
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provides later viewers with the scope of such productions during a distinct period of time, and in 
doing so, “strip[s] the image of the power attributed to it by the League” and replaces it with his 
own interpretation of such events.174 
As seen in the prints selected for this analysis, these satirical images were often created in 
tandem with printed text on broadsheets but could also be reprinted and circulated independently. 
These prints were imbued with iconographies of classical, biblical, and folkloric symbolism that 
would have been comprehensible to a contemporary audience regardless of their literacy. Both 
physical and visual accessibility were necessary for the League to convince audiences of their 
cause. The increasingly significant use of printed materials during the Wars of Religion has 
frequently been referred to by scholars as a war of pamphlets. Alfred Soman argues that “battles 
of books and pulpits were as important as battles fought between armies in the field” where text, 
image, and sermons were all modes of expression and utilized by the League for disseminating 
their platform.175  
Discontent with Henri’s rule was fueled by his inability to produce an heir of the Valois 
dynasty, his failure to maintain peace during the Wars of Religion, and eventually, his decision 
to murder the duke and cardinal of Guise. While Henri intended the murder of his political 
enemies to be an indication of his capabilities as a man and ruler, critics were outraged that a 
king would kill under his own roof rather than on the battlefield.176 This act has been interpreted 
as a defining moment of his reign, but it is worth considering the role of League propaganda in 
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perpetuating the horrors of this murder. Supporters of the League believed calls for the king’s 
deposition and vicious debates about his true nature as the Most Christian King were justified 
once the League had established Henri as a heretic and a tyrant. The League subverted Protestant 
motifs of the papal-ass, hellmouth, and marmite from Reformation-era imagery to question 
Henri’s faith. Visual associations with demonic symbolism and allegories of Hell perpetuated 
notions of Henri’s inability to uphold his oath to protect Catholicism.177 He was represented not 
only as ineffective as the head of the body politic but also as a demon in his natural body.  
Keith Cameron argues that the League pamphleteers utilized literary methods of 
biography to bolster their charges against Henri. By focusing on his upbringing, virtues, vices, 
and pastimes, pamphleteers could further assert their charges against Henri as reflective of his 
inner nature. Most of their pamphlets focused on actual events, though greatly exaggerated, so 
that readers would identify the League’s version as the truth.178 Pamphlets discussing the 
murders of the Guise or salacious observations about Henri’s court were presented as historical 
documents. When pictorial representations accompanied such texts, these ideas were reinforced 
to viewers through multiple forms of media and were more likely to influence their perception of 
events. On this point, Anita Walker and Edmund Dickerman argue that identity “rests upon 
representation, and audience acceptance of such representation as valid. Persona and person 
become synonymous.”179 In order to further their desire for Catholic rule and convince others of 
their rightful cause, the League needed to convince Henri’s subjects to reject his rule by 
perpetuating theories that weakened perceptions of the king’s authority. Motifs of Henri’s 
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masquerade, both through costume and visual associations with a demonic inner nature, were 
utilized to deny Henri’s position as a pious Catholic monarch.180  
The implications of such charges have persisted for centuries, as modern scholars attempt 
to recover the king’s reputation. This thesis is not concerned with the accuracies of the content 
found in the critiques by contemporaries and the satire circulated by the League, but rather with 
the intricacies of the court environment that produced such defamatory images and the pattern of 
symbolic traditions. Previous scholarly analysis has either disregarded the function of the 
satirical prints of Henri III or simply acknowledged the presence of the prints alongside the 
pamphlet production. The few studies on the satirical prints have been limited in their 
considerations of the thematic significance of such symbolism and continue to discuss the role of 
the medium in conjunction with the texts. While the textual evidence is undeniably significant 
and necessary to contextualizing the images, and was frequently referenced in this analysis, the 
satirical prints arguably deserve their own dedicated contemplation. There is ample room for 
further examination of the satirical prints produced by the Catholic League of Henri III. The 
scope of this study remained limited to identifying visual indicators of heresy and tyranny 
against the Most Christian King. The medium of print allows for a unique viewing experience as 
the images can be more widely produced, disseminated, and interpreted. By tracing the use of 
print to visually perpetuate notions of the king’s perceived diabolism, a divine conception of 
kingship is subverted, and viewers are presented with a Devil rather than a defender of faith and 

















Figure 1. Pierre de L’Estoile, Les belles Figures et Drolleries de la Ligue avec les peintures 
Placcars et Affiches iniurieuses et diffamatoires contre la mémoire et honneur du feu Roy que les 
Oisons de la Ligue apeloient Henri de Valois, imprimées, criées, prêchées et vendues 
publiquement à Paris par tous les endroits et quarrefours de la Ville l'an 1589. Desquelles la 
garde (qui autrement n'est bonne que pour le feu) tesmoingnera à la Postérité la méchanceté, 
Vanité, Folie, et Imposture de ceste ligue infernale, et de combien nous sommes obligés à nostre 
bon Roi qui nous a délivrés de la Serviture et Tirannie de ce Monstre. Published 1580-1606. 







Figure 2. Published by Hilaire-le-Bon and Pierre Chevillot, Le Pourtraict & description du 
Politique, from the Mémoires- Journaux de Pierre de L’Estoile vol. I (1546-1611). Bibliothèque 


















Figure 3. “Representation of the cruel and barbarian rewarded, for so many good offices that this 
magnanimous duke and his predecessors did at the Crown of France, by a Henry de Valois,” 
from Jean Boucher, La vie et faits notables de Henry de Valois, tout au long, sans rien requerir. 
Où sont contenues les trahisons, perfidies, sacrileges, exactions, cruautez & hontes de cet 
Hypocrite & Apostat, ennemy de la Religion Catholique. Published by Didier Millot (Paris: 

















Figure 4. “Representation of the cruel death committed in the innocence of Monsieur le Cardinal 
de Guise, sacred person and dedicated to God by Henry de Valois,” from Jean Boucher La vie et 
faits notables de Henry de Valois, tout au long, sans rien requerir. Où sont contenues les 
trahisons, perfidies, sacrileges, exactions, cruautez & hontes de cet Hypocrite & Apostat, 
ennemy de la Religion Catholique. Published by Didier Millot (Paris: 1589). Bibliothèque 


















Figure 5. Anonymous, Le faux mufle decouvvert du grand hypocrite de la France (The falsehood 
of the great hypocrite of France uncovered). Published by Didier Millot (Paris: 1589). 



















Figure 6. Anonymous, Procession des pénitents blancs le 25 mars 1583, 1583. Block woodcut. 


























Figure 7. Anthoine du Brueil, L’hermitage prepare pour Henry de Valois. 142mm x 242mm. 

















Figure 8. Lucas Cranach the Elder, The False and the True Church, c. 1546. Woodcut. 27.9 × 39 






















Figure 9. Anthoine du Brueil, L’adiournement fait a Henri de Valois. From Pierre de L’Estoile, 
Les belles Figures et Drolleries de la Ligue avec les peintures Placcars et Affiches…101mm x 

























Figure 10. Martin Luther and Lucas Cranach the Elder, Monstrum Romae inventum mortuum in 











Figure 11. Wenzel von Olmütz, Roma Caput Mundi, 1498. Engraving on paper. 124 mm x 











Figure 12. Arnaud Sorbin, Papal Ass from Traicte des monstres nez, et produicts des le temps de 
Constantin le grand jusque à nostre siecle [Histoires prodigieuses, Book 5] (Paris: Chez 
















Figure 13. Anonymous, Le soufflement et conseil diabolique depernon a Henry de Valois, from 















Figure 14. Nicolas le Roy and François Gence entitled La marmite renversée des huguenots, 
politiques, atheistes, Espermonistes, libertins, avec la complainte des ministres et predicans du 
royaume de France from Pierre de L’Estoile Mémoires-journaux vol. IV. Bibliothèque nationale 















Figure 15. Anonymous, Le renversement de la grande marmite, c. 1562. Woodcut. 370 mm x 















Figure 16. Anonymous, La sorcellerie de Jean d’Espernon, auec les lamétations d’icelay, & du 

















Figure 17. Anonymous, Diablerie de d’Epernon in La Grande Diablerie de Jean Vallette dit de 
Nogaret par la grace du Roy Duc d’Espernon, grand Amiral de France et bourgeois 
d’Angouleme sur son departement de la Court (1589) collected in Pierre de L’Estoile Mémoires-











Figure 18. Thomas Artus, Description de l’isle des hermaphrodites, nouvellement découverte, 
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